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Preface

Nicolas Petrovic


The issue of performance is a universal one. It covers a wide range of human interactions and achievements, from individual athletic performance to collective economic performance. Its study is an essential part of our business ecosystem, as we seek to leverage technology and innovation to do more with less. As we continue to increase our efforts to reduce our impact on our planet, the subject of efficient performance becomes an issue. The recent COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the issue of performance in the field of medicine.

Regardless of the particular field of human endeavour, the issue of performance comes down to how we act as human beings. It is a deeply personal issue, and a deeply human one. I was delighted to be asked to contribute these introductory words to a collection that discusses the issue of performance in times of crisis.

Not only was the recent crisis a challenging time for business leaders everywhere, but it was a wake-up call for anyone who had not taken the time to focus on performance. For those who had considered this issue, and had sought to tackle it ahead of the crisis, the pandemic actually represented an opportunity for their ideas to gain traction in a new context, and for existing projects and initiatives to be accelerated.


Performance

Before my short introduction to some of the issues raised by the topic of crisis performance, I would like to begin by talking about the issue of performance itself. There are many definitions of ‘performance’, and some of them will be explored in more detail by the other contributors to this work. The first thing that springs to my mind when discussing performance is impact. Performance is our ability to make an impact. It necessarily involves changing things, and delivering on our promises.

Performance cannot be an abstract concept, set out in a business plan, and left on the shelf or in a document. It must be part of the real world, and we must have an impact on the real, and not just an impact on our conceptions and views of the real. As we say at Siemens, we make real what matters.

We need to mobilise our teams, mobilise our resources, and have an impact on the world around us. This impact might be ecological, environmental, economic, human, or technical. To know whether we are having such an impact, we need to have high-quality and benchmarked data so that we have an accurate picture of the real world that surrounds us. If performance is having an impact, what can we say about performance in times of crisis, when everything is changing?




Performance in a crisis

The COVID-19 pandemic was an extraordinary crisis. It affected everyone, everywhere, at almost the same time. It gave us a moment in time that was absolutely unique. Everything was put on hold, all previous projects were paused or abandoned, and we all had a single objective: to get our organisations through the crisis.

The issues raised for different organisations varied, naturally. Hospitals, banks, public bodies, businesses and restaurants all had particular issues that they needed to tackle. They all shared one thing, though: an absolute focus on resolving the issues raised. In the contributions to this work, you will be able to see that it was a question of survival, sometimes quite literally.

The single-minded focus on responding to the crisis enabled leaders everywhere to respond to some truly extraordinary challenges. The issue of performance in this crisis is one that I consider to be how a given organisation solves the issues raised by the crisis, taking into account the resources available. For some of us, the crisis has meant budgetary restrictions, for others, quite the opposite, as constraints and budgets were thrown out of the window to ensure continuity of business-critical functions.

Crisis performance, then, is the ability to get through a crisis, which each organisation and leader will experience in a different way. For Siemens and me, our performance was simply looking after our clients. We knew that we couldn’t let them down – many of our clients are hospitals, transport networks and industrial equipment manufacturers. They need products, services, maintenance and repairs in order to keep essential frontline services running during the crisis.

We had to continue to deliver, to ensure that our clients could continue to deliver. We had difficulties, as did everyone, but I believe that this actually brought us closer to our customers in many ways. It reinforced the ties that bind us and strengthened our partnerships. As a company, we only exist through our clients, and if we were to let them down in a time of crisis, our prospects for the future would not extend any further than the mid-term.

As we seek to draw lessons from the crisis, we need to look not to the companies and organisations that survived, but to how they survived. What did their leaders do? Did they strengthen their teams? Did they have better existing client relationships? Did they do something different or radical?

I will let the contributors tell their own stories, of course. We started by making sure that we were looking after our teams. For example, in our French factories, we started by closing completely, and then trying to reopen safely, rather than by trying to keep going in uncertain sanitary conditions. We organised working groups with workers’ representatives and management to build a safe protocol for work to resume.

We reconfigured production facilities at a speed I had never seen before, a Herculean effort from everyone, that allowed safe production to resume within just two days of the first factory closure. Not only did our teams reconfigure these facilities to allow safe operation, they actually improved productivity! We are now above pre-pandemic levels of productivity and catching up on the small backlog that accumulated during the reconfiguration period.

We also had to revisit how our technicians work. Our clients depend on us for critical medical and transportation infrastructure, and stopping work is simply out of the question. Again, a spectacular acceleration allowed the digitalisation of processes and workflows within two weeks, ensuring that our clients had the support they needed in the field.

These incredible changes are things that I can directly attribute to that lovely French expression, esprit de corps. We all pulled together, in the same direction. The team has always been passionate, but its intensity and drive definitely went up a notch as the crisis unfolded.

This was a fascinating period in human terms. Watching the team changing the way in which work is done across the organisation was amazing. I am often asked what the future holds, in light of these changes.




The future of work

The answer to this question is simple: I don’t know. The important thing is to keep our focus on the future. We need to keep the good that we have learned from this pandemic, and avoid anything bad that we discovered. The digitalisation of our workflows and processes is definitely something I see as good. Mental blocks were smashed up overnight, and peoples’ attitudes have changed forever.

We are doing B2B from home, we are doing sales in the online space instead of in person, and we are working from home much more. The methods for what we do have changed, the methods for how we do it have also changed.

Securing and on-boarding clients is now different, and so is our relationship with them. We have rapidly updated our systems, as have our clients. We are collaborating in new and exciting ways, and I’m sure that many of you have experienced similar changes. Some of us have been preaching the virtues of digital for years, others have had a Damascene conversion in recent months, but all of us now share the same profound conviction: digital is business critical.

We are no longer going to be content with talking shop, we need to make sure everyone is on board. On both the digital side of things, and the human side of things, this crisis has revealed our incredible capacity to adapt.

We have shown agility in a way that was previously unimaginable. In human terms and in digital terms, we have changed more rapidly than at any time I can recall. These changes have had an impact on a particular aspect of management. I believe that we are now looking at a new era of empowerment.

In this rapidly changing environment, we have to trust people. We have to push responsibility downwards. We have to do this as much as possible in order to allow our new working methods to develop the benefits that we know they can provide.

In short, we need to push hard on the empowerment of teams. For us, this change began with the crisis itself. The change has been spectacular. We had the tools in place already, so we began to empower teams by making them responsible for things, and giving them a framework. Within that framework, they had total freedom.

The changes have been massive. They have picked up this new way of working, and have started running with it. They are changing things more quickly and more effectively than if we had created a working group or added a management team or consultant. Their intimate knowledge of our business is a key factor in this success.

As we look to the future, it is hard to imagine giving up on this decentralised and resilient model of running our business. The crisis had highlighted exactly how crucial it is to have redundancies built into our systems, and how we have to think about increasing the resilience of our supply chains and businesses generally. The beginning of our recovery is showing exactly how a robust and resilient organisation can deliver to clients in a new and challenging environment, making the most of the resources available.

The ideas and stories in this collection have much to teach us, regardless of the nature of our roles. Now more than ever, we are all in it together, and we need to build a resilient and successful future for our own organisations, economies and communities.









Foreword

Hervé Amar


As the COVID-19 crisis began to wind down in Europe, and we began to look back on its beginnings, I was struck by two things. Firstly, the scope of the crisis was truly global. Behind the simple truth that the COVID-19 pandemic changed the world lies an extraordinarily complex reality. Every economy and business on Earth has been affected. Secondly, the proximity in time was simply extraordinary. The crisis began and rapidly spread, with neighbouring countries being hit within weeks of each other.

Throughout history, the global economy has suffered a number of recessions or crises. These have affected different countries or industries to a greater or lesser extent. Some have been localised, others have been more widespread. This one was different.

The whole global economy was forced to think differently, at the same time. Everyone reacted differently, but everyone was fighting the crisis simultaneously. I realised that in looking at how people reacted, we could in effect carry out a global benchmarking exercise across the whole economy.

The impact in various economic and business sectors varied, but we were all dealing with the same underlying pressures: a highly contagious virus putting our teams at risk, sudden government lockdowns, and an economic slowdown of unprecedented proportions. From bankers to directors of hospitals, everyone agreed on the cause of the crisis, everyone agreed on the scale of its impact. Encouragingly, everyone agrees that things can be done differently.

Traditional models of employment were challenged, working patterns were changed overnight, and habits in every part of life were forced to adapt to a new paradigm. Businesses came up with new ways of working, new ways of engaging with their clients, and new ways of achieving revenues.

Old methods of achieving business performance were suddenly outdated or even obsolete. Managers had to create these new methods overnight. Not only did they have to reinvent the way they worked to protect their performance, and that of their clients, but they had to do so in a resilient fashion. This collective crisis, this common awakening and this widespread reinvention of the way that we perform as successful businesses is something that goes to the heart of the mission of the Ayming Institute.

The Ayming Institute exists to explore the issue of performance, and such a significant change in the implementation and delivery of business performance is naturally of interest. Rapidly, it was decided that we would produce a collection dealing with crisis performance. What lessons could be learned from the crisis, and how can we organise ourselves for the future?

In introducing this collection, I would like to begin by setting out what I believe crisis performance to be, and by explaining how that concept sits within what I believe the economy needs to build for the future.


Performing in a crisis

While crisis performance comes in many different varieties, and business leaders have their own vision and KPIs for their work, I would like to explain the three types of crisis performance that I came across during my personal experience of the crisis.

The first and most significant performance was human performance, our motivation and team spirit. In the middle of a global pandemic, getting out of bed and going into the living room to switch on a computer and start work is not easy! If your teams managed to do so, that is an extraordinary thing. I note that this is a very human issue, and can be very difficult to measure.

The second performance is financial. Conserving or generating sufficient revenue to ensure the short-term survival of the company is obviously a key objective for any business. It comes down to a simple question: can we pay our staff? They are the ones who generate our performance, and we need to find revenues or cost savings to pay them. Interestingly, even the most liberal economies implemented significant aid to allow companies to get through this intensely challenging short-term challenge.

Of course, this second performance is a condition sine qua non for all other aspects of business performance, because without sufficient financial resources, a business will cease to exist. However, I prefer to list it in second place, not because I lack pragmatism, but because I want to underline the significance of the human performance that we have seen.

The third performance is resilience. Time and again, companies have had to reinvent themselves, change the way they do things. They have always had to bounce back in times of crisis, and try to progress, but this is the first time that this resilience has had to be tested so thoroughly and in such a short period of time.

Before moving on to the future of performance, I would like to touch very briefly on how I experienced these aspects of performance during the crisis.
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